I.

STORM  CLOUDS.

THE centre of the Hansa's power had ever been the
Baltic Ocean.    On its shores the idea of the League
liad first taken shape : here it had grown and flourished)
.and here also it was to receive its death blow.   As we
have said, in the course of the fifteenth century the
Dutch gradually came forward as serious competitors
-of the  League.    Their geographical   position made
them freer than the Hanseatics; enclosed in a sort of
inland basin to which at any moment they might lose
the key, their astuteness was not less keen than that
of their rivals, and like their rivals they wisely made
use of any quarrels   or   dissensions   that  might  be
abroad.    They were not slow,   therefore, to   discern
that the Scandinavian people and also the Scandina-
vian   kings   groaned   under    the   heavy   despotism
exercised by these German merchants.     They pro-
posed    themselves   as   substitutes   for   the   Hansa,
offering money and support to the kings and easier
and better conditions of trade to the natives.    These
proposals were unofficially accepted.    Neither rulers
nor ruled as yet dared oppose themselves openly to
the League, but they were not sorry to see its power
reduced.